Quidditas
Volume 3

Article 15

1982

Shakespeare's and Plutarch's Brutus: Shakespeare's Dramatic
Strategy to Undercut the Noble Image
Shirley Rish
University of Southern California

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/rmmra
Part of the Comparative Literature Commons, History Commons, Philosophy Commons, and the
Renaissance Studies Commons

Recommended Citation
Rish, Shirley (1982) "Shakespeare's and Plutarch's Brutus: Shakespeare's Dramatic Strategy to Undercut
the Noble Image," Quidditas: Vol. 3 , Article 15.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/rmmra/vol3/iss1/15

This Note is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted
for inclusion in Quidditas by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact
scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Shakespeare's and Plutarch's Brutus:
Shakespeare's Dramatic Strategy to Undercut the
oble Image
by

Shirley Rish
University of Southern California

Modern critics of Shakespeare's Julius Caesar frequently challenge the
view that Brutus was in fact "the noblest Roman of them all,"' but only
rarely do they completely repudiate Brutus' characterization as a patriotic
idealist. They are of course aware of ironic and ambiguous elements in the
tragedy, but they fail to take the step that would seem obvious: to note
how Shakespeare undercut Brutus' noble image by carefully manipulating
materials from the principal source for the play, Sir Thomas orth's English translation of Plutarch's Lives. 2
Passages in the play singled out by critics as evidence of Shakespeare's
intent to portray Brutus as less than ideal include the orchard scene
(Il.i.10-34, p. 1111), where, as orman Rabkin observes, Brutus begins by
deciding to kill Caesar and then "proceeds through a set of rationalizations
that reveal the utter absence of foundation for Brutus' fears."• Hugh M.
Richmond points to Brutus' final words just before he runs on his sword:
'William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, in The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. C. Blakemore Evans
(Boston: Houghton MifBin, 1974), V.v.68 (p. I 132). All further references to this work appear
in the text.
'Thomas North, trans., Plutarch's Lives of the Noble Crecia11s a11d Roma11s (1579; rpt.
London: David Nutt, 1896). All further references to this work appear in the text. See
Leonard F. Dean, '1ulius Caesar and Modem Criticism," The English Joumal, 50 (1961),
451-56, for a useful overview of modern commentary on Julius Caesar. Dean de tects major
shifts from (I) early twentieth century certainty that Shakespeare had styled an ideal gentleman by both Roman and English standards, to (2) doubt that Shakespea.re was in control of
Brutus" character, to (3) belief that Brutus is treated ironit-ally.
'Norman Rabkin, "Structure, Convention, and Meaning in Julius Caesar,·· Joumal of E11 glish a11d Cenno11ic Philology, 63 (1964), 244. All further references to this work appear in
the text. Rabkin sees Brutus as "a virtuous man whose vices-not very serious vices, perhaps:
vanity, inability to notice the vicious motives of those about him, a capacity to be deceived
by analogies of his own making-undercut but do not vitiate the nobility of the character
he demonstrates" (p. 244). Like Rabkin, Marvin L. Vawter, in .. 'After Their Fashion': Cicero
and Brutus in Julius Caesar, .. Shakespeare Studies, 9 (1976), 214, perceives Brutus· orchard
soliloquy as "a monstrous piece of rationalization ... to cover over a subjective conclusion
already drawn."'
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My heart doth joy that yet in all my life
I found no man but he was true to me.
I shall have glory by this losing day
More than Octavius and Mark Antony.
(V.v. 34-37, p. 1132)
Richmond then describes Brutus' words as "simply nonsense," observing
that Mark Antony "shook Brutus' blood-stained hand and then went on to
betray him," that Antony achieved more military glory, and that Imperial
Rome reached her cultural zenith in the Jong reign of Octavius as Caesar
Augustus.•
Even Mark Antony's ringing eulogy of Brutus (V.v.68-75, p. 1132), so
tempting to quote and interpret out of context, finds critics who are
unwilling to accept it at face value. Myron Taylor calls Antony's final
speech "great politics,"• and indeed we find evidence for Taylor's view
just one scene earlier when Antony acknowledges the expediency of cultivating Brutus' followers. He instructs his men regarding the captured
Lucilius: "Keep this man safe, / Give him all kindness; I had rather
have / Such men my friends than enemies" (V.iv.27-29, p. 1131). By
praising Brutus, Antony shrewdly reinforces his alliance with Brutus' and
Cassius' followers, making problematical any attempt to accept the speech
as simply a conventional tribute to a dead hero.
The play itself, then, offers evidence for an ironic interpretation of
Brutus, but an even stronger position is achieved when we compare
Shakespeare's Brutus with the same character in the play's primary
source, Plutarch's Lives. Although we read the Lives and Julius Caesar
with repeated shocks of recognition at the enormous amount of common
material and meet Brutus the republican in both works, we soon perceive
that Shakespeare does not lift Brutus from Plutarch's work and place him,
unaltered, upon the stage. In the Lives, Brutus' motivation to join the
conspiracy clearly proceeds from his desire to preserve the republic, while
in the play, his motives have been seen as self-serving,• and his behavior
willful.'
Because the play often follows Plutarch so·closely, one can be lulled into
accepting Plutarch's characterization as valid for both works. For example, Shakespeare's version of the notes urging Brutus to emulate his ancestor in freeing Rome from tyranny can seem simply a dramatization of the
following account from the Lives:
'Hugh M. Richmond, 'Julius Caesar," in Shakespeare's Political Plays, Studies in Lang. &
Lit. (New York: Random House, 1967), p. 216.
•Myron Taylor, "Shakespeare"s fulius Caesar and the Irony of History," Shakespeare Quarterly, 24 (1973), 308.
'Derek Traversi, Shakespeare: The Roman Plays (Stanford: Stanford Univ. Pr., 1963), p. 33.
All further references to this work appear in the text.
'Gordon Ross Smith, "Brutus, Virtue, and Will," Shakespeare Quarterly, 10 (1959), 367. All
further references to this work appear in the text.
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But for Brutus, his frendes and contrie men ...
did openlie call and procure him to doe that he
did. For, under the image of his auncestor
Junius Brutus, that drave the kinges out of
Rome, they wrote, 0, that it pleased the goddes
.. . thou wert here amonge us nowe. His ·tribunall (or chaire) where he gave audience during
the time he was praetor, was full of such billes:
Brutus, thou art a sleepe, and art not Brutus in
deede. ( orth, VI, pp. 189-90)
Shakespeare adapts closely, but with a subtle change. Where Plutarch says
that Brutus was openly urged by Rome's citizens to move against Caesar,
Shakespeare leaves Brutus to "piece it out" himself, which Brutus readily
-too readily-does.
Shakespeare also closely follows Plutarch's version of Brutus' key role
in the conspiracy. From Plutarch:
Nowe when Cassius felt his frendes, and did stir
them up against Caesar: they all agreed and
promised to take parte with him, so Brutus
were the Chiefe of their conspiracie. For they
told him, that so high an enterprise and attempt
as that, did not so much require men of manhoode, and courage to drawe their swords: as it
stoode them uppon to have a man of suche estirnacion as Brutus, to make everie man boldlie
thinke, that by his onelie presence the fact were
holie, and just. (North, VI, p. 190)
Condensed and enriched, the same notion appears in Casca's speech:
0 he [Brutus] sits high in all the people's hearts;
And that which would appear offense in us,
His countenance, like richest alchymy,
Will change to virtue and to worthiness.
(l.ili.157-60, p. 1111)
Shakespeare adapts Plutarch, incorporating into Brutus' characterization
the idea of manipulating appearances. For example, Brutus' euphemistic
prescription for the assassination contains a mix of cunning and eloquence
calculated to control appearances, to make the act seem "holie and just."
To that end, he whitewashes their plans: they will act "boldly," not
"wrathfully," "carve him as a dish fit for the gods," not "hew him as a
carcass fit for hounds," make the deed "necessary," not "envious," so that
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they will, as Traversi points out (p. 38), appear not "murderers," but
"purgers" (II.i.172-80, p. 1113).
Shakespeare's strategy here has still further implications because
Brutus' manipulative behavior contrasts with his self-concept of scrupulous honesty.8 From Brutus' claims that he is "arm'd so strong in honesty"
(IV.iii. 67, p. 1125), and that he "can raise no money by vile means"
(IV.iii.71, p. 1125), he does not see himself as guileful. Yet, on occasion,
Shakespeare shows us a Brutus as calculating as any character in the play.
Another of Brutus' characteristics, the willfulness which moves him so
relentlessly toward destruction, has its roots in Plutarch (see Smith, p. 367).
In fact, the passage noted above, in which the conspirators " all agreed and
promised to take parte . .. so Brutus were the Chiefe of their conspiracie"
( orth, VI, p. 190), becomes the first major indication of his authoritarianism. We observe him assuming control:
Bru. Give me you r hands all over, one by one.
Cas. And let us swear our resolution.
Bru.
o, not an oath! If not the face of men,
The sufferance of our souls, the time's
abuseIf these be motives weak, break off
betimes,
And every man hence to his idle bed.
(Il.i.112-17, p. 1112)
The passage establishes a pattern for Brutus' later catastrophic insistence,
over Cassius' violent protests, on permitting Antony to speak and on attacking at Philippi.
Shakespeare further emphasizes Brutus' willfulness by altering Plutarch's statement:
. .. they [the conspirators] durst not "acquaint
Cicero with their conspiracie, although he was
a man whome they loved dearelie, and trusted
best: for they were affrayed that he being a
coward by nature, and age also having increased his feare, he woulde quite turne and
alter all their purpose and quenche the heate of
their enterprise. orth, VI, pp. 191-92)
'Other examples of Brutus as manipulator are when he attempts to make Antony's speech
seem a generous concession of the assassins (III.i.235-42. p. 1119: lll.ii.55--59, p. 1121), and
his offer to "fashion" Caius Ligarius to the needs of the conspiracy (Il.i.21S-20, p. 1113).
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ln the play, the decision is Brutus' alone in spite of Cassius, Casca, Cinna,
and Metellus, in turn, urging Cicero's inclusion (ll.i.141-49, p. 1113).
Brutus' veto settles the matter.
In the Lives, Brutus' concern for Rome also emerges as pure loyalty to
the dying republic, even to the point of siding with Pompey, his father's
murderer, against Caesar b cause, as Plutarch tells us, Brutus preferred
"the respect of his contrie and commonwealth, before private affection"
orth, VI, pp. 184-85). In Julius Caesar, however, this concern seems
more a vehicle for Brutus' professions of his own honor and virtue. The
closest thing we find in Plutarch to the kind of self-aggrandizing statements Brutus makes in the play still emphasizes love of country over love
of self: "eyther I will set my contrye at libertie by battel, or by honorable
death rid me of this bondage" orth, VI, p. 211). Brutus renders essentially the same speech in Julius Caesar, but his words are more selfcentered than patriotic as he tells Cassius:
Set honor in one eye and death i' th' other.
And I will look on both indifferently;
For let the gods so speed me as I love
The name of honor more than I fear death.
(l.ii.86-89, p. 1107)
Shakespeare's strategy of juxtaposing Brutus' patriotic professions with
idealized self-concepts suggests a character more egoist than patriot and
argues for ironic characterization.
The play's clear distinction between the public and private figure of
Brutus provides further opportunity to observe Shakespeare's technique
in handling his source. o such distinction exists in the Lives where we
may, for example, observe Brutus displaying compassion both publicly and
privately. Plutarch describes Brutus' grief over the suffering of his Xanthian captives:
After the citye was burnt, they founde a woman
hanged uppe by the necke, holding one of her
children in her hande deade by her . . . when he
[Brutus] heard it he fell a weeping. (North, VI,
p. 213)
Shakespeare excludes any public demonstration of compassion. Brutus is
tender with Portia and with Lucius, his serving boy, but never publicly.
By careful selection from Plutarch Shakespeare creates a character
completely devoid of humor. For instance, he retains Plutarch's account
of the quarrel interruption, an incident at which Cassius laughs and Brutus
scowts (IV. ill. 124-38, p. 1126; orth, VI, 215-16), and ignores a particularly appealing and delightful passage. One of Brutus' friends, commenting on Portia's weeping over a picture of Andromache's final farewell to
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Hector, quotes Andromache's speech from Homer. Plutarch relates
Brutus' reaction:
Then Brutus Smyling aunswered againe: But
yet (sayd he) I can not for m y part say unto
Portia, as Hector aunswered Andromache in
the same place of the Poet: "'Tush, meddle thou
with weying dewly out / Thy mayds their task,
and pricking on a clowt." ( orth, VI, pp. 20304)

The passage seems charged with appeal, one likely to attract Shakespeare,
but he allows Brutus no humor, a deliberate strategy which suggests something is awry with Brutus' values. That Brutus hastens the Republic's death
in pursuit of an idealized self-image demonstrates his distorted sense of
honor.
Brutus' skewed sense of values foregrounds in the scene where, after
accusing Cassius of bribery, he indicates a willingness to accept money,
ignoring its obvious source:
I did send to you
For certain sums of gold, which you denied me;
For I can raise no money by vile means.
By heaven, I had rather coin my heart
And drop my blood for drachmaes than to
wring
From the hard hands of peasants their vile trash
By any indirection. I did send
To you for gold to pay my legions,
Which you denied me.
(IV.iii.69-77, p. 1125)
Surely Brutus does not believe that Cassius keeps his ill-gotten gold in one
pocket and his honest funds in another. If he accepts money from Cassius,
he must assume that some of it is tainted. The dramatization compresses
two separate incidents in the Lives: (1) Brutus, having expended all his
funds, asks Cassius for financial help, which Cassius gives, and (2) Brutus
chides Cassius for failing to condemn two of his men for financial transgressions in public office orth, VI, pp. 211, 217). Shakespeare's scene is
one of the play's best examples of the playwright's technique in manipulating his source, as well as one of the most ironically revealing.
Enough evidence accumulates, then, from even this brief examination
of Shakespeare's main source for Julius Caesar to further arguments that
we are not to accept Shakespeare's Brutus at face value. Plutarch's work,
with its explicit declarations of Brutus' virtue, has influenced the accep-
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tance of an idealized Brutus. This same source, however, works effectively
to demonstrate Shakespeare's dramatic strategy to undermine the noble
image he seems to create.

